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The classical category theory was based on priori presumptions and mostly on 
subjective experience of researchers, which goes against actual human cognition. 
While the prototype theory does clarify numerous metaphysical concepts of the 
previous theory and it has settled the incongruity between the classic theory of 
category and human cognition Thus, it has made remarkable contributions to category 
study. However, there still remain some flaws resulting from deficiencies in its many 
approaches. In its 40 years’ development, however, it has never been in lack of 
disputes. In the framework of Cognitive Linguistics, this paper tentatively probes into 
the following defects of prototype theory by using phenomenological method: 1) It’s 
of great limitations in the respect of the experimental methods and materials concerning 
the methodology. The external validity of experiment is questionable; 2) Prototype 
does not have two features including compositionality and inheritance which are 
indispensable for the category. Thus, the prototype of combination category can not be 
derived directly from single categories; 3) The judgments of similarity whose 
differences vary in degree are greatly influenced by subjectivity. Simply equating 
family resemblance with the formation mechanism of category will lead to the 
insufficient power of prototype theory in ontology and epistemology; 4) The 
importance of prototype in categorization is self-evident. However, prototypical 
member(s) can not be considered as the semantic equivalent of the whole category. In 
the semantic study, prototypical member(s) can not cover all the meaning and the 
prototypical effect sometimes can not be reflected in antonyms 
The reason for such deficiencies is that prototype theory can not effectively 
explain the formation mechanism of prototype. Corpus study and psychological 
experiment conducted by this research prove that both frequency and salience may be 
responsible for prototype effect. However, any single reason is not enough to explain 
















The genuine purpose of the theory consists in describing people’s external judgment 
of category rather than explicating the mental processing of category. This suggests 
that prototypicality should be defined as a summation of features with different 
weights rather than a single prototypical example. The revised version of prototype 
theory offers some inspirations for both basic theoretical research and application 
field.  
This paper finally proposes that researchers should adopt both scientific and 
humanistic approaches with multi-channels in the study of category. With the 
advocates of converging evidence in Cognitive Linguistics, neuroscience, corpus, 
computational science and other methods should be applied broadly so as to 
eventually reveal the very essence of category instead of being restricted to any single 
method. 
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Chapter One Introduction 
 1
Chapter One Introduction 
1.1 Research Background 
One of the fundamentally important principles of Cognitive Linguistics is that 
the human capacity to perceive and construe the world is closely connected to, or even 
determined by, the basic cognitive abilities of categorization. Concepts are hardly 
represented in a vacuum. In contrast, different category instances are used to assemble 
information into an integrated representation. For example, the concept of chair, 
integrates various information about chairs into an organized representation that 
includes features (e.g., legs), relations (e.g., people sit on the chair), prototypes (e.g., 
the typical chair is made of woods), rules (e.g., for something essential to be a chair, it 
must have legs and people can sit on it), and exemplars (e.g., wheelchair, sofas, etc.). 
Since category plays such an important role in human concepts, research on the 
cognition of category has attracted much attention since ancient time. As Labov (1973: 
342) claimed, “If linguistics can be said to be any one thing, it is the study of 
categories: that is, the study of how language translates meaning into sound through 
the categorization of reality into units and sets of units”.  
Two particularly well-known kinds of categorization models including classical 
models and prototype models are proposed to elucidate category representations. In 
classical models, a category is represented by a set of necessary and sufficient 
conditions. Unlike Classical Categorization Theory, Prototype Theory holds that 
category membership is not determined by the fulfillment of necessary and sufficient 
features, but by the prototype that organizes the exemplars. For example, the 
representation of birds contains detailed information about particular exemplars such 
as robins and ostriches. From such perspective, gradient membership is allowed which 
means that some features are more weighted than others in determining membership. 
In other words, not all of the attributes carry the same weight. The prototypes of the 
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